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Photo-elicitation as a Method of Assessing 
Village Needs for Extension Planning
Lulu Rodriguez and Denise Bjelland
Abstract
Photo-elicitation is a method of gathering data from respondents who are asked to take photographs or 
critically examine and reflect on images taken by others to offer a more “native” view of often cross-cultural 
or inter-group experiences. This method was applied to determine what the residents of a village in China’s 
Hangzhou province saw as their community’s development priorities by asking them to take photographs 
of local scenes, characters and objects to depict their needs. Through their snapshots, they indicated the need 
to diversify their community’s economic base (currently limited to snake production and processing), the 
need for better transportation and for more markets for their products. On the other hand, the faculty and 
students of a university mandated to develop an extension force to serve the village’s agricultural needs 
indicated in a focus group that their rural clients were likely to clamor for more markets, lenient govern-
ment policies, and educational opportunities. Examples of studies that have used this approach and the 
strengths and limitations of the photo-elicitation technique to assess village needs for extension planning 
are discussed.
Introduction

















advantages,	but	 in	general,	 it	uses	 images	 as	“bridges	between	worlds	 that	 are	 culturally	distinct”	
(Harper, 2002, p. 21).
Researchers	from	different	social	science	fields	have	given	this	method	of	gathering	data	different	
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and	Suchar	 and	Rotenberg	 (1994)	used	photo-elicitation	 to	 examine	 the	 shared	meanings	 about	








about farming from dairy farmers. 
Can this method be applied for more efficient problem identification especially in an interna-
tional	assignment?	We	set	out	to	test	this	approach	to	 identify,	clarify	and	prioritize	the	pressing	
needs	and	concerns	of	a	village	in	southeastern	China.	





















to-elicitation	 technique	was	 applied.	 For	 this	 test	 case,	McLeod	 and	Chaffee	 (1973)	 provided	 a	
theoretical	framework	useful	in	approaching	and	measuring	the	extent	to	which	these	two	groups	
co-oriented	with	each	other	with	respect	to	extension	priorities.	
The	key	assumption	underlying	 the	co-orientation	approach	 is	 that	 a	group’s	behavior	 is	not	
based	simply	upon	its	members’	private	cognitive	construction	of	the	world;	it	is	also	a	function	of	the	
8



























products of numerous experiences, and are thus unlikely to be changed by communication actions 






Figure 1. The co-orientation measurement model as applied to extension planning in China (Note. Adapted 













of ZU’s cognitions 
about their needs
ZU’s perceptions of 
the villagers’ 
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ther discussion about their concerns.
Harper	(1988)	points	out	that	this	approach	was	not	intended	to	obtain	images	that	are	visu-
ally	arresting,	such	as	those	seen	in	a	documentary.	In	fact,	he	explains,	the	desire	for	visually	ar-
resting	photographs	stems	 from	the	“culture	of	 the	photographer”	 rather	 than	 the	“culture	of	 the	
photographed.”	The	 idea,	 rather,	 is	 to	photograph	objects	 and	 situations	 through	 the	 eyes	of	 the	




















































Structured	 interviews	with	 native	 informants	 allowed	 the	 researchers	 to	 understand	ways	 by	






























snake production for only four years, the Snake Village enterprise became one of the most profitable 
in the county.  
The	Party	secretary	was	understandably	skeptical	about	the	study,	demonstrably	at	a	loss	as	to	
11
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   PHOTO-ELICITATION AS A METHOD OF ASSESSING VILLAGE NEEDS FOR EXTENSION PLANNING     1
Figure 2. The perceived needs of snake village: A comparison of the villagers’ and ZU faculty 
and students’ responses 
 
 
 Figure 2. The perceived needs of snake village: A comparison of the villagers’ and ZU faculty and students’ 
responses
12























Figure 3. A lone f isherman at work represents 
a villager’s perceived need for the community to 
diversify its economic activities.
Figure 4. Snakes and snake products can be 
marketed more eff iciently with better means of 
transportation. This cargo raft represents a vil-
lager’s perceived need for improved transporta-
tion systems.
Figure 5. Two vendors in the background have 
arrived to purchase snakes, a representation of 
“more markets” as a major concern. 
Figure 6. A shrimp harvester earns more than a 
snake farmer, according to a villager for whom 
this photograph means the need for higher in-
comes.
13
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Figure 7. Pre-school children at a day-care cen-
ter illustrate child care as an important concern.
Figure 8. A new apartment complex outside the 
village represents the desire for better housing. 
Figure 9. Environmental protection as a prior-
ity area comes up in this picture of pipes for the 
new village water system.
Figure 10. This village grand lady turns 100 
years old in a couple of months. She symbolizes to 
a villager the need for better elderly care.
14
















t Comparing Villagers’ Priorities and What ZU Officials Perceived Villagers Cared About 
The	research	 team	then	moved	 to	 the	ZU	campus	 to	determine	what	university	constituents	
thought	were	the	most	important	issues	confronting	Snake	Village.	Eight	graduate	students	in	pro-





























their different roles, purposes, experiences, and communication potentials. As such, the nascent ex-
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photographs as starting points has the potential to be applied to a number of other data gathering 
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The news media provide much of the information the public receives about agriculture and agricultural 
issues, but they are not the only players in the communication equation. Sources supply the news media 
with facts and information that eventually direct public thought and opinion about agriculture. There-
fore, agricultural communication professionals play a signif icant role in the dissemination of agricultural 
information through the news media. In an attempt to better understand the role of agricultural commu-
nication professionals, the purpose of this study was to explore their media strategies and choices—specif i-
cally their use of different media outlets for their communication efforts. The present applied-exploratory 
study utilized qualitative methods to gather data from participants. Through 12 in-depth interviews and 
three online focus groups, a purposive sample of agricultural communication professionals shared their 
media relations strategies and choices. Overall, the data suggest a preference for working with trade, print 
media outlets. However, participants also noted that the consolidation and reduction of agricultural media 
outlets, specif ically the farm broadcaster, pose a challenge for the communicator who relies heavily on trade 



















considerable amount of influence on the media agenda and, in turn, the public agenda. 
Agricultural	communication	is	one	facet	of	the	broad	discipline	of	science	communication.	De-
19
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safety, agroterrorism, biotechnology, food sustainability, organic foods, and animal cloning. These 






example,	 a	1993	 survey	by	American	Opinion	Research,	 Inc.	 suggested	 that	81%	of	 respondents	









































Organizational Media Use 
Dobos	 (1992)	 applied	 the	 uses	 and	 gratifications	 framework	 to	 study	media	 satisfaction	 and	
choice	in	organizations.	Following	this	framework,	numerous	studies	have	indicated	the	importance	













Based on the media choice and media channel discussions presented, this study applies uses 










media outlets that are commonly used by agricultural communication professionals in the dissemina-
tion of agricultural information. Therefore, the present study explores agricultural communication 
professionals’	media	choices	and	uses	the	following	research	questions:	a)	What	constitutes	effective	
media	relations	strategies	in	agricultural	media	relations?	and	b)	What	information	decisions	and	
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was	 compiled,	 reviewed	 for	overlap,	 and	 revised.	The	 referral	 list,	which	 included	43	 agricultural	
communication	professionals,	was	used	to	recruit	online	focus	group	participants.	
Data Collection 


























ch method	of	data	collection	for	this	study	utilized	asynchronous	discussion	group	software	to	conduct	the	online	 focus	groups	 in	an	attempt	to	create	meaningful	 interactions	between	participants.	By	






















throughout the duration of the research. Throughout the structured discussion, the moderator re-
sponded	to	messages,	probed	for	more	information	when	necessary,	and	posed	new	questions	based	















the subsequent steps: a) read data and identify frames of analysis, b) create domains based on seman-
tic	relationships	discovered	within	frames	of	analysis,	c)	identify	salient	domains	and	assign	them	a	
code, d) refine salient domains and keep record of emerging relationships, e) decide if domains are 
23
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use of the mass media in telling the story of agriculture. As an example, KB said, 
Actually,	I	think	the	agricultural	 industry—as	a	whole—barely	uses	the	mass	media.	Sure,	
they	take	care	of	their	base	(e.g.,	farm	radio,	farm	trade	magazines	and	journals),	but	they	




talk to agricultural media and audiences and ignore the consumer media and nonagricultural publics. 







agricultural trade media: 
Ag	media	work	tends	to	stick	exclusively	to	ag	trade	media,	farm	broadcasters,	etc.	Two	main	
reasons—clients	want	to	use	(sometimes	limited)	resources	to	target	specific	ag	audiences.	
Secondly, there is the fear that consumer media may not understand some of the information 
or challenge the information beyond the scope of ag industry.
24




























potential deficiency of consumer media relations throughout the agricultural industry.











tural media relations but also as a challenge, problem, and barrier for communication professionals 
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of the challenges of communicating agricultural information, it reinforces the need for agricultural 













does propose that the tendency to focus on print media, and generally neglect broadcast media, could 
be	 a	 contributing	 factor	 in	 the	 agricultural	 industry’s	 perceived	 inability	 to	 reach	nonagricultural	
28

































stant in the agricultural communications profession, it is essential that agricultural communica-
tion	professionals	unearth	strategies	to	overcome	them.	It	would	be	worthwhile	for	this	culture	of	
communicators to examine their counterparts in other fields of science communication because, as 
literature suggests, communicators in science are more than likely experiencing similar challenges 
regardless	of	 their	 specific	 fields	 (Friedman,	Dunwoody,	&	Rogers,	1999;	Gastel,	1983;	Treise	&	
Weigold,	2002).
Recommendations
In	 addition	 to	 the	 implications	 this	 study	 carries	 for	 the	 agricultural	 communication	 profes-






agricultural communication professionals use mass communication to gratify their personal needs 
and	their	audiences’	needs,	b)	to	discover	underlying	motives	for	agricultural	communication	profes-
29
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munication at the College of Charleston. She teaches undergraduate and graduate courses in public 
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“The Stuff You Need Out Here”:  
A Semiotic Case Study Analysis of an 
Agricultural Company’s Advertisements
Emily B. Rhoades and Tracy Irani
Abstract
In today’s mediated society, people are continually searching to describe relationships among themselves, 
the items they encounter in their physical environment, and the cultural and historical contexts in which 
they reside. By placing meaning-laden visuals in a medium as popular as magazines with rural audi-
ences, advertisers are sending messages as to what rural life is. The 2004-2005 advertising campaign 
of the Tractor Supply Company utilized photographs of rural life to sell viewers “The stuff you need out 
here.” This advertising campaign, which relied heavily on a humorous appeal to play into stereotypical 
images of rural life, was seen in a variety of magazines that reach rural audiences. Using semiology as the 
framework of how images construct meanings, this case study sheds light on the various messages behind 
these advertisements and how they convey the cultures of rural life to farm and non-farm audiences. It is 
apparent that these advertisements have a tendency to play into the dominant ideology of what farming 
and farmers look like. Through simplistic images playing into known stereotypes such as male domina-
tion, rural work ethic, and freedom, the dominant ideal is enforced through the selling of these products. 
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plications for future analysis.
Literature Review
Tractor Supply Company



























































Advertising as a Visual
Advertising,	at	its	core,	is	a	communication	method	that	is	mass	mediated	to	a	specific	audience	
with	the	goal	to	persuade	someone	about	a	product,	service,	idea	or	way	of	life	(O’Guinn,	Allen,	&	

















Sue Bee Honey) reinforce an ideology that has caused consumers to be blind to forms of racism 
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preting messages (Rose, 2001).
Saussure	developed	a	systematic	understanding	of	how	linguistics	works	through	the	use	of	the	
sign (Moriarty, 2005). A sign is the basic unit consisting of the signified — a concept or an object, 













mon	 and	 obvious	meanings	 of	 signs	 to	 see	 the	 hidden	meanings	 in	 complex	messages	 (Barthes,	
2002a).	Barthes’	 theory	describes	 a	bi-level	 reading	of	messages	 that	must	 take	place.	The	 initial	
level,	denotation,	is	a	starting	point	in	which	one	reads	the	direct,	specific	meaning	of	the	sign.		This	
is	followed	by	the	connotation,	second	level,	in	which	the	meaning	that	is	evoked	by	the	object	is	






















Semiology, as a method, offers many analytical tools for researchers to use to dissect an image and 
describe	its	meaning	in	relation	to	the	world	around	it	(Rose,	2001).	This	study	will	focus	on	the	idea	
of	the	sign	and	how	it	makes	meanings	in	the	advertisements.	Semiology	studies	tend	to	concentrate	














identify	with	as	part	of	 the	target	audience.	Western	Horseman	described	 its	 readership	as	being	
educated	individuals	who	live	in	rural	areas	and	are	involved	in	the	western	and	equestrian	lifestyle	
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2004).	By	portraying	 this	“ruralness,”	 the	 advertisers	 are	 reaching	 farmers	 and	non-farmers	 alike.	
Farmers	are	able	to	place	themselves	easily	into	the	advertisement,	as	it	is	a	picture	of	their	daily	life,	
while	non-farmers	who	romanticize	farming	(Higgins,	1991)	are	able	to	place	themselves	into	this	





































This	 first	 advertisement	 (Fig-
ure 1) appears near the begin-
ning	 of	 the	 February	 2005	 issue	
of	 America’s	 Horse.	 Its	 bright	




tisement.	 Upon	 first	 inspection,	
the	 viewer	 sees	 an	 older,	 white-
collar, politician speaking at a lec-
tern. He is stationed in a farmyard 
in front of a classic red barn, signi-













barn, fence, and crops continue to play on the image of rural America, bringing the idea of simplicity, 
hard	work,	and	trustworthiness	to	the	viewer’s	mind.	These	connotations	are	then	transferred	to	the	
Figure 1. Tractor Supply Advertisement for a Manure Fork
39
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indicates that she may be there as a listener or as a support to her farming husband. 
The	elderly	gentleman	is	one	of	two	people	in	the	advertisement	holding	a	small	American	flag.	
His	flag	is	held	predominantly	showing	off	his	patriotism.	The	younger	man	in	flannel	is	also	hold-



































page,	 in	 contrast	 with	 a	 continuing	 article	





In	 this	 advertisement,	 the	 viewer	 again	
sees	 the	 apparently	 cut-out	 advertisement	
that	has	been	placed	on	the	image	with	duct	















Figure 2. Tractor Supply Advertisement for a Tractor 
Shading Canopy
41
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do manual labor to get the job done right.
It	is	interesting	to	note	that	out	of	the	three	ads,	this	is	the	only	advertisement	in	which	the	image	
appears	to	have	been	created	electronically.	The	man	in	the	image	looks	as	if	he	was	digitally	placed	













The Deluxe Insulated Coverall
The	 final	 advertisement	 being	 analyzed	
(Figure	3)	is	similar	to	the	tractor	shade	ad-





the bottom of the page underneath a story 
featuring	a	black-and-white	image.	This	ad-
vertisement	was	also	placed	near	the	middle	














Figure 3. Tractor Supply Advertisement for Insulated 
Coveralls
42















































Many	 classical	 advertising	 techniques	 are	 utilized	 to	 draw	 in	 viewers	 and	 allow	 them	 to	 put	
themselves	 into	the	images	and	make	specific	meanings	out	of	those	images	(Williamson,	1978).	
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the target audience of TSC. Thus, other researchers should look at these images and consider other 






presenting information to publics. Researchers must continue to track these stereotypes if commu-
nicators	want	to	be	able	to	effectively	portray	farming	in	the	media.
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To Bother or Not to Bother? Media 
Relationship Development Strategies of 
Agricultural Communication Professionals
Amanda Ruth-McSwain and Ricky Telg
Abstract
As the media relations function becomes increasingly important for organizational visibility, accountabil-
ity, and ultimately survival, it is imperative that effective media communication strategies be employed 
to develop mutually benef icial relationships with the news media. Based on the conceptual framework of 
dialogic communication, this study is an investigation of the media relations practices and strategies of ag-
ricultural communication professionals in their role as the sources of agricultural information for the news 
media. Findings from the study indicate differing media relations strategies and relevant themes; how-
ever, a notable theme that materialized was the perception of having mutually benef icial relationships 
with the media that lack regular dialogue. An additional f inding of interest was the change in media rela-
tions strategy from a passive approach to an active approach; participants suggested that their approaches 
to working with the media tended to be reactive in nature, but indicated that they have recently developed 
proactive initiatives in establishing media contact. Overall, the study identif ied effective media relations 
practices and provided insight into areas that could benef it from enhanced media relations strategies for 
agricultural communication academicians and practitioners.
Introduction
Agricultural	communication	professionals	have	a	challenging	job,	in	that	they	are	responsible	for	
educating and informing the American public about an industry that is highly complex—techno-
logically	and	scientifically—increasingly	invisible,	and	progressively	more	controversial.	These	com-
munication professionals also play a significant role in communicating agricultural information to 
the	news	media	in	an	attempt	to	reach	various—and	increasingly	diverse—publics.	The	importance	
of	their	role	is	supported	by	Reisner	and	Walter	(1994),	who	suggested	that	the	news	media’s	lack	of	






agricultural information, b) a translation of that information for a nonagricultural audience, and c) 




fluence on the media agenda and, in turn, the public agenda. As such, the agricultural communicator 
serves	as	the	link	between	the	agricultural	industry	and	the	public	by	disseminating	relevant	agri-
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erage	 devoted	 to	 agricultural	 information	 (Curtin,	 1997;	Grunig,	 2001;	 Shin	&	Cameron,	 2001;	
Shoemaker	&	Reese,	1991;	Turk,	1985).	Therefore,	a	focus	on	media	relations	practices	may	be	more	
important	for	the	agricultural	industry	today	than	ever	before.	Most	definitions	of	media	relations	



























can	 occur	 only	 if	 the	 organizational	member	who	 communicates	with	 the	media	 is	 comfortable	



























Approached	 from	a	qualitative	 research	design,	 this	 study	attempts	 to	describe	 the	media	 re-
lations	behaviors	and	experiences	of	agricultural	communication	professionals.	Through	 in-depth	
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cultural communication professionals during the months of May and June, 2005. The online focus 
groups	were	 conducted	utilizing	 asynchronous	discussion	group	 software	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 create	

















sent	 to	participants	at	3-day	 intervals.	The	researcher	anticipated	that	 this	approach	would	allow	
participants	enough	time	to	contribute	to	the	discussion	at	times	convenient	to	them.	Sending	out	
reminder	e-mails	was	intended	to	encourage	in-depth	responses	to	all	questions	posted	and	to	keep	











subsequent steps: a) read data and identify frames of analysis, b) create domains based on semantic 
50






ch relationships	discovered	within	frames	of	analysis,	c)	identify	salient	domains	and	assign	them	a	code,	d) refine salient domains and keep record of emerging relationships, e) decide if domains are sup-
ported	by	data,	f )	complete	analysis	within	domains,	g)	search	for	themes	across	domains,	h)	outline	















Theme #1: Value of Media Relations
Literature	suggests	that	people	are	more	inclined	to	participate	in	a	specific	behavior	if	they	ex-
pect	a	certain	value	to	result	from	the	behavior	(Fishbein,	1967;	Lazarsfeld	&	Stanton,	1944).	There-
fore, in exploring the role of agricultural communication professionals in communicating agricultural 
information	to	the	news	media,	the	present	study	investigated	the	perceived	value	of	media	relations	
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financial future is also dismal. 























modes of communication do not possess.
The	third-party	endorsement	that	the	media	provide	for	organizations	may	be	more	valuable	to	
the	agricultural	communication	professionals	working	in	industry	because	business	and	corporations	







you	offer	are	of	value	 to	 the	reader,	 to	 the	 listener,	 to	 the	ultimate	consumer.	Oftentimes,	















Theme #2: Source-Reporter Relationships
As mentioned in the literature, media relations efforts should be grounded in establishing and 




















to them as a resource for information and for story ideas getting and confirming data. You 
occasionally	have	those	media	relationships	that	are	a	little	more	challenging,	but	I	would	also	
say	that	those	are	definitely	few	and	far	between.
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ourselves	 in	their	shoes.	We	make	media	visits	and	participate	 in	 local,	state,	and	national	
media	organizations	to	strengthen	our	relationships.	We	are	in	regular	contact	by	phone,	e-















articulated his approach as such: 
We	don’t	bother	them	a	lot;	I	mean,	we	are	not	constantly	on	the	phone	with	them	harangu-
ing	then	about	things.	We	just	pick	up	the	phone	once	in	a	while	when	we	think	we’ve	got	











dia	 relations	 strategies	 of	 participants.	The	data	 do	not	 reveal	which	 approach	 is	more	 effective;	
however,	this	limited	interaction	approach	to	the	source-reporter	relationship	practiced	by	many	of	
the participants lacks a number of the characteristics of the dialogic approach.
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was	 their	media	strategy.	As	JN	shared,	“We	send	all	 information	to	everyone.	I	will	 say	 that	we	
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distributed information to targeted, tailored communication efforts.
Theme #4: Cultural Change
Throughout	the	interview	and	focus	group	discussions,	participants	recurrently	made	references	
and recommendations regarding the future of agricultural media relations. Most of these suggestions 









The suggestions and recommendations of the participants indicate that there is not a single 
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Implications for Research and Practice
Dialogic	communication	provides	a	substantial	area	for	future	media	relations	research.	For	ex-








Another area for future research into the theory of dialogic communication is to determine the 
approach	to	the	source-reporter	relationship	that	is	preferred	by	the	members	of	the	news	media.	
Further	investigation	into	the	dichotomy	between	those	professionals	with	a	journalistic	background	
and	 those	without	would	provide	verification	of	 the	observation	 that	 these	 two	professionals	ap-
proach	the	source-reporter	relationship	differently.	Additionally,	including	an	investigation	into	the	
news	media’s	 preferred	 approach—personal	 relationship	 or	 business	 relationship—to	 the	 source-
reporter relationship may help to repudiate one of these assumed approaches offered by participants.
Based	on	the	results	of	this	study,	there	is	great	potential	for	improvement	in	the	media	rela-
tions	work	of	agricultural	 communication	professionals.	However,	 it	 is	 important	 to	consider	 the	
differences	present	 in	this	culture	of	communicators	when	discussing	or	applying	these	results	 to	
future	 research	or	practice.	Clearly,	 the	assumption	going	 into	 the	study	 that	 this	was	a	coherent	
culture	with	shared	media	relations	norms	is	not	completely	accurate.	Even	different	organizations	
within	 the	 same	 industry	 drastically	 differ;	 therefore,	 viewing	 this	 group	 of	 communicators	 as	 a	
single	culture	may	not	prove	fruitful	in	future	efforts.	Instead,	viewing	this	group	of	communicators	
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